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BOSWELL'S
LONDON JOURNAL,
LORD EGLINTON,
AND THE
POLITICS OF
PREFERMENT
WilUam F. Hatzberger

ames Boswell's London Journal 1762-1763 portrays a
network of social relationships that gives clear insight
into the system of patronage in eighteenth-century
Britain. This insight becomes evident when examining Boswell's
reactions to several individuals during his stay in London, but the
relationship that is most indicative of the complications and vagaries of
preferment is the one between Boswell and Lord Eglinton, the Tenth
Earl of Montgomerie. Not only does this relationship take up a major
portion of the journal; it also reflects the several levels of interpersonal
power struggles that were typical of the patronage system at the time.
It is important to look at this relationship because, as Michel Foucault
beheves, it is the study of such power struggles that yields and

174

1650-1850

understanding of cultural history.' In fact, historians like Harold Perkin
go so far as to state that patronage is the central bond of eighteenthcentury British culture,^ but they also admit that it is a difficult system
to define concisely.
Patronage is a many-faceted part of the social structure that is far
less formal and, in some ways, far more demanding than feudal homage
had been before it. Perkin concedes that it is a "device for filling jobs,
fostering talent, and providing pensions for the desetAting and the
undeserving,"^ yet he shows that it was much more complex than this.
Just as Foucault suggests that systems of power are based on a
"multiplicity of force relations",'* so Perkin seems to agree. As he
explains, "Hierarchy inhered not so much in the fortuitous juxtaposi
tion of degree above degree, rank upon rank, stams over status," but in
the idea of '"Vertical friendship,' a durable two-way relationship
between patrons and clients" that permeated the "whole of society"
and was a "social nexus" that was "more personal and comprehensive"
and "less formal and inescapable" than feudal homage.® Therefore, it
is with Perkin's qualified and expanded definition of patronage that I
will approach the relationship between Boswell and Eglinton. Still, I
recognize that even with this frame there will be complications in
interpreting this relationship because Boswell is in control of the
narrative, which I am analyzing. Thus, I aim to examine this discourse
by reading well beyond Boswell's own assessment of his experiences
with Lord Eglinton.
In reviewingBoswell's various dealings with Eglinton, I see several
key characteristics of the patronage system which I will discuss. First,
it is evident that the system is, as Perkin describes it, a "social nexus,"
linking patrons and clients together in the variously overlapping social
connections of London. Second, we see that Perkin's idea of "vertical
friendship," the two-way relationship between patrons and clients,
operates on several different levels throughout Boswell's relationship
with Eglinton. On one level, Eglinton assumes the superior role of
' Patricia O'Brien, "Michel Focault's History of Culture," in Lynn Hunt, ed., TheNemCulliml
Histoty (Berkeley; University of California Press, 1989), 34—38.
^ Harold Perkin. Origins of Modern English Societf (New York: Rudedge, 1991), 50.
' Perkin, Origins, 49.
' Michel Foucault. The History of Sexualiy:An Introduction (New York: Vintage Books, 1978),
92.
' Perkin, Oriffns, 49.
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surrogate father to Boswell; on another, he is his friend and equal; and
on a third, he is the confessor, dispensing grace and creating an
indebtedness in Boswell that goes far beyond the social strata. But
what is interesting about all these levels of micro-power struggles is that
Boswell continually tries to use his rhetoric to fashion himself as the
superior, the one independent of the obligations of patronage, the one
who longs to see himself as worthy of higher regard. Ironically, it is
through Boswell's attempts at self-fashioning that the "less formal and
inescapable" aspects of British patronage become all the more obvious.
Set in London, the journal becomes an ideal means of viewing the
social nexus of eighteenth-century patronage. As Perkin explains,
London was "the focal center of the personal system of social relation
ships" and as he further asserts, "the higher one's place in the mesh of
vertical loyalties the wider was one's range of connections"® in the city
of London. Thus, because London contained a broader sampling of
the socially prominent, more public meeting areas and the seat of
government, the workings of the system of patronage at all its levels of
influence could easily be viewed within its borders. Boswell's first
exposure to London society was in 1760 when he went there in
disobedience to his father. Lord Auchinleck. Knowing that Lord
Eglinton was in London at the time, Auchinleck used his influence to
request that Eglinton take his son under his protection. Thus, it is with
this sense of reciprocal obligation that Eglinton becomes a part of
Boswell's life. Further, it is Eglinton who brings Boswell into the social
nexus of London and, as Fredrick A. Pottle states, introduces him "into
the circles of the great, the gay, and the ingenious."^ Indeed, A. Russell
Brook comments that it was the "Earl of Eglinton, a fellow Scotsman
from Ayrshire then living in London, that he [Boswell] was indebted
for introduction to the socially and intellectually prominent."®
Several of the "socially and intellectually prominent" to whom
Boswell was introduced by Eglinton included the Duke of York,
Laurence Sterne, Lady and Lord Northumberland, and several
members of the exclusive Jockey Club. These introductions allowed
Boswell, in turn, to make further connections by attending dinners and

' Perkin, Oriffns, 51.
' Fredrick A. Pottle, "Introduction, " in James Boswell, boswell's Ijondon Journal, 1762—1763
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1950), 7.
' A. R. Brooks. James Boswell (New York: Twayne Publishers Inc.), 25.
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other social activities at which these and newer acquaintances would be
present. Thus, social encounters such as these immersed Boswellin the
network of relationships that he hoped would make it possible to
advance in the system of vertical friendship. As Perldn explains,
London
Was the literal meeting place of the only real "class," the
finite group of personal friends, rivals, acquaintances and
enemies, who made up the comparatively small informal
aristocracy of landed gentlemen, peers or commoners, in
whom the chains of patronage, "friendship," or connection
converged.'
Therefore, London was the place were the power networks of
patronage could be formed and manipulated by Boswell.
One specific form of advancement that Boswell had hoped his
connections would yield was a commission in a guard's regiment, and
this idea came directly from Eglinton himself. Finding Boswell
discontented with his father's push for him to be a lawyer, Eglinton
introduced the idea to Boswell in 1760 with the added notion that if he
was able to get a regiment stationed in London, he would continue to
keep his network of relationships there in tact. To obtain such a
commission would entail both political influence and money but
Boswell continues to pursue this idea throughout the years he writes his
journal. The commission, in fact, is the reason why Boswell goes back
to London the second time in 1762, and provides the historical context
of the London journal. As Boswell knew, it was only in London that
he could make the correct political and social connections necessary to
obtain him a place in the guards. His return to London specifically in
November of 1762 was because it was the season when social connec
tions could be best made.
Boswell clearly recognixed that what Eglinton had done for him
two years earlier was to introduce him into the system of patronage,
with all the forms of indebtedness that term implied. In his journal
entry of 15 March 1763, he reminisces fondly about that time,
describing it as "the honor of living under your Lordship's roof and

' Perkin, Oriffns, 51.
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patronage at London"^" (my emphasis). Yet upon his return to London
he has apparendy changed his perspective about the system of
preferment. Disappointed with Eglinton's inability to secure him the
guards' commission. Boswell states early in the journal:
As Lord Eghnton had used me neglectfully, and as I consid
ered him not to be depended upon, I determined to keep
clear of him as a patron, but to Uke him as a companion; and
if he offered to do me any service, good and well, but I
should, ask no assistance from him." "
In other words, Boswell indicates here his desire to receive "service"
from Eglinton, if any such opportunity for his advancement came up,
but he makes it clear that he now considers himself a "companion," an
equal to Eglinton, no longer depending upon him for clout. If
eighteenth-century British patronage had depended only on issues of
class, Boswell's idea of equality would have been valid: in many ways
his social status was equal to Eglinton's own. But the patronage system
went beyond the idea of class. In a society that had just started
challenging the notions of aristocratic power, who you knew was
becoming increasingly more important than who you were. As Perkin
stresses, patronage in the eighteenth-century may have been "less
formal" than feudal homage but it was more "comprehensive" than the
contractual relationships of capitalism."'^ Thus, Boswell spends a large
part of the journal struggling against what he knows to be the entangled
aspects of the system into which he had been introduced two years
earlier.
One of the aspects of patronage that Boswell balked at was the
paternalism it implied. The very definition of a patron is one who
protects the interest of another, as a father. When Boswell encoun
tered Eglinton two years earlier, Eglinton was seventeen years older
than he and was commissioned to protect Boswell's interests at the
request of his father. Thus, in many ways, Eglinton became a surrogate
father to Boswell. Moreover, it was well known in the social commu-

James Boswell, BosaeWs London Journal, 1762-1763, ed. Pottle. (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Company, 1950), 218.
" Boswell,
48.
" Perkin, Origns, 49.
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nity of London that Eglinton had introduced Boswell to many of his
connections. The fact that this establishes Eglinton as the father figure
in the relationship is apparent throughout the journal. Boswell
continually asks for Eglinton's advice and, even at times, curries his
favor. But equally apparent are Boswell's attempts to break free from
Eglinton's paternal hold on him. Paradoxically, these attempts at first
seem to underscore the paternalistic role Eglinton plays in Boswell's
life. In the same way that Boswell struggles to remove himself from his
father's agenda for his life and cannot because he needs his financial
support, so he tries to assert his independence from Eglinton but
cannot do so completely, especially in the beginning of the journal,
because he still relies on Eglinton's social connections. The way that
Boswell struggles to overcome this paternalistic dependence, however,
is rhetorically and we see evidence of this struggle in the previous quote
from the journal. He will keep clear of Eglinton as a "patron" but will
like him as a "companion."" Still, even in naming Eglinton a compan
ion or "friend," Boswell ironically reaffirms the patronage system that
he tries to deny rhetorically in the journal.
To reiterate what Perkin states about patronage, "vertical friend
ship" is a "two-way" relationship between patrons and clients; "for
those who lived within its embrace it was so much an integral part of
the texture of life they had no name for it save 'friendship.'""
Therefore, despite Boswell's rhetoric of independence from Eglinton,
he continues to regard their relationship in a way typical of the
eighteenth-century client. For example, on 25 January 1763, just two
months and two days after determining to "keep clear" of Eglinton as
patron, Boswell confronts him about not using his influence to help get
him into the horse guards."" Obviously he has discovered that it is not
so easy to break away from this system of dependence. Eglinton insists
that he had done all that he could to help BosweU and he affirms that
he stands ready to serve him by continuing to try in his behalf. It is in
Boswell's response to this offer that the strong connection between
patronage and the eighteenth-century notion of friendship is best
demonstrated. After thinking about this discussion for a few days,
Boswell concludes that "upon serious reflection" he can acquit
" Boswell, Jountal, 48.
" Perkin, Oriffns, 49.
" Boswell,167.
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Eglinton for his previous reluctance to work on his behalf, but
underscores the point that Eglinton still "hast not given entire
satisfaction in the more delicate court of Friendship."^® In other words,
Eglinton still owes him in the system of patronage. The point here is
that although Boswell has consciously substituted the word "friend
ship" and thus may appear to avoid the issue of his indebtedness to
Eglinton, he still means patronage and is still very much entrenched in
that system, despite his earlier statements to the contrary.
We see this rhetorical substimtion again in the journal entry of
June of 1763, when Boswell writes disparagingly about the Duke of
Queensberry and Lady Northumberland regarding his commission but
proclaims that "Lord Eglinton, with all his dissipation, is yet mj best
friend'^^ (my emphasis). The reason why Boswell considers Eglinton his
"best friend" here is that once again, Eglinton is in the process of
acting as patron, using his influence with Lord Bute to try to get him
a commission. Thus, if we examine Boswell's language, we can see that
often the idea of patronage is described rather in terms of a network of
friendships, as Perkin contends. Indeed, the substitution of the word
"friends" for "patrons" is also seen in Edward Gibbon's explanation
for his desire to become a member of Parliament. Besides being a
position that is considered "the most glorious of any in a free country,
" Gibbon finds that the seat would be useful for "the weight and
consideration it gives [one] in the service of one's friends."'®
Perhaps what Boswell really sought to do through the use of the
term "friend," especially in regards to his relationship with Eglinton,
was to stress that EgUnton needed him as much as he needed Eglinton.
The term friendship had a deeply reciprocal, connqtation to it. For
example after Boswell and Eglinton have a fight over protocol
concerning the fact that Eglinton had not visited Boswell at his
dwelling on 4 January 1763, Boswell reports that in a private moment
Eghnton takes him by the hand and states questioningly: "I hope we
are very good friends." To this Boswell responds, "My Lord, I hope
we never were otherwise."" By relating EgUnton's question, Boswell
seems determined to show that Eglinton is a peer who needs Boswell's
" Boswell, 7o«r»a/, 180.
" Boswell,y(j»r»a4 275.
" Perkin, Oriffns, 45.
" Boswell, 7fl»r»a/, 125.
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family contacts and inflijence to help maintain his political control of
Ayrshire. In addition, elsewhere in the journal Boswell shows himself
to be an extremely valuable guest who enlivens social gatherings and
helps to draw people into Eglinton's circle of friends. In this way
Boswell uses his journal to fashion his relationship with Eglinton as
one based on reciprocity. From this we can see the interpersonal
power struggles that took place between the two men, each manipulat
ing the system for his own benefit. Furthermore, what makes the
journal so interesting is that both men seemed to need each other for
more than just political or material gain; the journal depicts an
emotional interdependence as well.
On one level, this interdependence comes from the fact that
Boswell makes EgUnton his confessor. In his introduction to The
Journals ofJames Boswell,John Wain makes the point that Boswell needed
a close friend or father figure because "he is the kind of person who
needs to have a bosom friend or two, ready to hear even the most
shocking confession without being shocked."^" Eglinton becomes that
confessor but this re-creates for Boswell the same psychological
paradox that he addresses in the beginning of the journal: how to
fashion himself as independent or, at least, equal with Eglinton while
being emotionally indebted to him. Thus, we see Boswell fluctuate in
his descriptions of EgUnton between praise and derision, gratitude and
resentment. Much of the explanation for this ambiguity can be found
in the inferior position in which the act of confession places the
confessee.
According to Michel Foucault, a confessional discourse is
"thoroughly imbued with relations of power,"^' placing the confessor
in the stronger position and the confessee in the weaker. As he
explains, confession is:
a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the
subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within
a power relationship, for one does not confess without the
presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply
the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confesJohn Wain. The Journals of James Bostvell 1762-179S (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1991), viii.
Foucault, Histoty, 60.
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sion, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to
judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile.^
Despite Boswell's desire for equality with Eglinton in the system
of patronage, then, it is during his several confessions to Eglinton that
the older gentieman reassumes the position of the "authority," the
"patron" or the father figure in the narrative. Thus, while on the one
hand Boswell frees himself from the weight of guilt particular acts place
upon him by confessing, on the other hand he places himself back
under a kind of psychological indebtedness to Eglinton. Once Boswell
realizes the dependency that his confession has created, he then tries to
manipulate the narrative to reverse the roles of power once again.
One example of such confessional discourse comes in November
of 1762 when Boswell apologizes to Eglinton for dedicating a poem to
the Duke of York without Eglinton's knowledge or approval. In
making the dedication Boswell had crossed the dictated lines of proper
social behaAUor and had caused Eglinton and himself some problems
with the Duke. As Foucault's theory implies, the power struggle begins
when it is Boswell who must humble himself to Eglinton and admit his
quilt.^^ Still, Boswell is not content to be totally debased. He tries to
convince himself in the journal that he is not nearly as green in the
patronage system as he was when the two had first met. As he writes,
"he imagined me much in the same style that I was three years ago: raw,
curious, volatile, credulous. He little knew the experience I had got and
the notions and the composure that I had obtained by reflection."
Therefore, rather than apologizing immediately, his first verbal
response to Eglinton is the rather weak "I am now a litde wiser."
Eglinton however, who will not allow him to get the upper hand in the
situation replies:
not so much as you think... for, as a boy who has just
learned the alphabet when he begins to make out words
thinks Hmself a great master of reading, so the little advance

^ Foucault, History, 61-62.
" Boswell, Journal, 53.
^ Boswell,52.
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you have made in ptudence appears very great, as it is so
much before what you were formerly.

Thus, despite Boswell's previous attempt to exonerate himself, he
admits his inferior position in the matter, apologizing and recording in
his journal that he "owned there was some justice in what [Eglinton]
said" and that he hoped that "a little diffidence would help keep [him]
safe" in the future.^^ One of the reasons Boswell assents to Eglinton's
authority in this confession is that he hopes Eglinton will help him to
mend his relationship with the Duke of York.^^ Therefore, he puts
himself in the place of dependence on Eglinton's goodwill so that he
will intercede on his behalf. The fact that Boswell is still convinced that
the Duke might help him get his commission in the guard is significant
because it illustrates the compromise necessary in the system of
preferment. Thus, he permits Eglinton the superior position in the
relationship while in his presence because he needs Eglinton's circle of
influence.
Yet, after admitting that Eglinton is correct, Boswell tries to
counter the inferior position in which his confession has placed him by
using his journal to attack Eglinton's character. While he first acqui
esces that Eglinton is "very particular," "of uncommon genius," "good
sense," and "a great deal of humor," he does not hesitate to add that
Eglinton has "neglected his education," has only a "superficial knowl
edge," and that he suffers from "a flightiness and reverie and absence
of mind, with a disposition to downright trifling."^® In fact, he
concludes by coming right out and proclaiming Eglinton "very selfish
and deceitful."^' Whether or not Boswell's opinion of Eghnton is
accurate is not the point. What is important is that Boswell uses the
journal to proclaim, at least to himself, that Eglinton was in no way his
superior but that the entire confession was merely a superficial part of
the system of "friendship" in which Boswell was fast becoming a
skillful player. Indeed, to further equalize the effects of his confession
Boswell adds that Eglinton left the interview declaring to him that "he

Boswell,
53.
^ 'QosvifSS., Journal, 53.
" Boswell,/owraa/, 53.
® Boswell,53.
^ Boswell,/o»r»a/, 53.
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liked [him] as well as ever," adding "and I believed he spoke truth. For
I have such an opinion of myself as to imagine that nobody can be
more agreeable company to him."^" In this way Boswell balances his
inferior position as confessee with the rhetoric of reciprocal friendship,
the common discourse of patronage.
While this counterdialogue seems to work to explain away the
insignificance of a social blunder, it is not as easily applied to a moral
failing. This becomes especially apparent in Boswell's confession to
Eglinton regarding his venereal disease. In this conversation of 21
January 1763, several things should be noted. First of all, Boswell went
to Eglinton in order to "confess his misfortune."^' In this, he places
himself in the humble position of receiving a possible reproof from
Eglinton, although this does not actually happen. This position of
humility, however, is undercut by Boswell's explanation that Eglinton
really "did not understand" his sexual escapades and that Boswell
himself was not nearly in the "mediocrity of spirits" in which Eglinton
took him to be. In fact, perhaps to counteract the upper hand in the
relationship that Eglinton might have had from this confession,
Boswell declares his independence of him during the interview, telling
Eglinton "I am high and don't require you."^^ With this, Eglinton
responds by reminding Boswell that he still had obligations to the
system of patronage. As he explains, "you should have half a dozen of
your friends to whom you should come regularly."^^ In other words,
Eglinton reminds him that he will never be too "high" for the need of
patronage. Almost as if to acquiesce to this dependence, Boswell closes
the episode by admitting " I asked him to come and sit an afternoon
with me. He promised he would."^'* Unlike the blundered dedication
to York, then, Eglinton's knowledge of Boswell's moral indiscretion
creates in Boswell a dependence that goes beyond social protocol. It
is a dependence that Boswell, in many ways, seems to welcome.
Moreover, this particular exchange is pivotal in the transformation of
the power relationship between the two for a while to come.

^ Boswell,/owrwfl/, 53.
" Boswell, 7o»r«a/, 163.
Boswell,
163.
" Boswell,163.
" Boswell,163.
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We recognize a deeper intimacy or endearment between Boswell
and Eglinton when Eglinton's next note to Boswell begins with the
greeting "Dear Jamie."^^ Boswell's acceptance of the informal "Jamie,"
while he still addresses Eglinton as "my Lord," reveals that the
patronage structure or at the least the surrogate father relationship is
firmly in tact between the two. This greeting is especially poignant
when we see it in the light of an incident between Boswell and Lord
Mountstuart much later in 1765. As Frank Brady points out, Boswell
saw in Mountstuart another means of gaining access to Lord Bute for
the guard's commission he wanted. Still, despite his social need for
Mountstuart, Brady reports that while on a tour through Europe, "a
sharp dispute arose because Mountstuart insisted on calling Boswell,
Jamie,' an insult to one whose dignity had led him to assume the tide
of Baron while traveling in Germany and Italy.My point is that
while Boswell risked Mountstuart's disfavor by refusing to allow him
to call him Jamie, he seemed to favor the paternalism that the address
implied when it had come from Eglinton earlier. Least we believe that
Boswell intended to regard Eglinton as his social superior by permitting
him to use this address, however, we need to examine the journal entry
that followed the discussion of Boswell's venereal disease.
Rather than assuming the same position of inferiority that we
witnessed at the end of the interview on 21 January 1763. Boswell
regards Eglinton's sickbed visit to him on 25 January as an opportunity
to request some favors of the Earl. As he states, "I asked my lord to
Frank some covers," that is, to write his name on Boswell's papers in
order for Boswell to get free postage. Thus it would seem that Boswell
had no great feelings of obligation toward Eglinton because of his
kindness to him regarding his bout with gonorrhea. In fact, Boswell
implies the opposite when he stresses that Eglinton responds to him
with the gracious remark "I am your scribe, and everything else that
you please."^® This exchange once again points to Boswell's desire for
a reciprocal kind of relationship in the system of patronage.
In addition, once he recognizes Eglinton's willingness to serve him
in the capacity of a peer, Boswell uses the 25 January visit to continue
" Boswell,165.
" Frank Brady, Bosivtll's political Career (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965), 24—25.
" Boswell,/wrwa/, 166.
" Boswell,166.
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to press for preferment in the guard by using a form of confession
intended to disarm his confessor. He dramatically explains to Eglinton
that out of deep love for him he must confess his hurt and disillusion
ment concerning what he believed to be Eglinton's failure to use his
influence on his behalf. In some of the strongest literary language in
the journal Boswell tells Eglinton about his disappointment over
Eglinton's poor treatment of him. After hearing Boswell out, Eglinton
eventually convinces him that the fault was not his and Boswell, in turn,
takes Eglinton's hand and tells him "I see you were not to blame. I
have suffered very much in thinking myself so deceived."^® Thus,
unlike the other confessions Boswell makes to Eglinton, this one does
not place the confessee in the Foucaultian position of the inferior.
Although it is fashioned to make Boswell appear as the wounded client
in the system of preferment, it seems calculated to manipulate the
confessor/patron into acting according to Boswell's best interest. And
it works. After this episode Eglinton goes direcdy to Lord Bute to try
and to get Boswell a commission.
If we look beyond this act of manipulation, however, it is not at
all clear who has maintained the superior position in this confessional
face-off. On the one hand, Eglinton assumes the paternalistic role by
chastising Boswell for his previous immature behavior in demanding
that he visit Boswell at his house:
I have made allowance for you all this time. Writing me such
cards and never coming near me was enough to make me
break with you. But I made allowance for your mistakes.
Had you been a man of as much prudence and discernment
as you take yourself to be. I would have not forgiven it.^
Thus, here Eglinton seems to assume the superior place in the
relationship, using his wit to point out Boswell's mistakes while
emphasizing his own continued patience and graciousness toward him.
On the other hand, once Eglinton has gone, we see that Boswell
counters his seeming acquiescence through his journal entry. In answer
to Eglinton's sound put-down, he congratulates himself for his

" Boswell,166.
** Boswell,/oarBfl/, 170.
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humility, reflecting, "I think my candid soul is to be admired for
yielding my resentful feelings to truth.'"*^ Not only this, he privately
balks at Eglinton's rebuke and consoles himself for his patience by
stating that Eglinton was 'Very selfish and very dissipated, and
therefore a man who depends upon him must have a great deal of
trouble and vexation. He also sets a high value on his favors, so that
he treats people who are obliged to him with a degree of contempt.'"*^
With these statements, then, he simultaneously garners sympathy for
his position of obligation and declares his independence from that
obligation by concluding he will not be "obliged to [Eglinton] more
than he is to me.'"*^ Thus, what Boswell could not do direcdy, which
was to refute Eglinton's rebuke to his face, he does through the journal.
In this way we see that the journal not only recounts the power
struggles inherent in the British system of patronage, it is also a means
for Boswell to deal with the frustrations that system imposes on him.
Still, one of the overriding ideas to keep in mind when analyzing
Boswell's version of the politics of preferment is that at all times
Boswell is in control of the narrative. This fact forces us to examine
more closely the points in the journal when Boswell's many declara
tions of independence from the patronage system actually reveals how
firmly entrenched he is in it.
After recording his impression that Eglinton was "selfish and very
dissipated" and that he has been admiringly "candid," Boswell goes on
to reflect in greater detail about his options in the system of patronage.
He tells himself
There is another consideration of some importance, which is
keeping myself independent of him in Ayrshire. Elections
are very nice things. Nobody can tell what accidents may
happen. I have a good family interest. I may indulge the idea
of representing the County. Well, then, let me keep this in
mind, and I shall do very weU."*^

" Boswell,
171.
Boswell, 7fl«r»a/, 171.
•*' Boswell,171.
" Boswell,
171-72.

BoswelVs London Journal

187

What Boswell does through this journal passage is to use his writing as
a means of reconciling himself to the natural indignities that the
patronage system engenders. He records the idea that he has a secret
weapon of power, which he plans to hold silendy over Lord Eglinton.
By "keeping this in mind," he prepares himself for a course of action
that he might take should Eglinton neglect to "act honestly in respect
to him.'"'' In this way he uses the journal to appease the sense of
uncertainty, frustration, and even betrayal that comes from waiting for
preferment through patronage.
We see some of the same kind of defensiveness later in the journal
when Boswell discovers that Lord Bute will not yet promise him a
commission in the guards because "people of the best parliamentary
interest were pushing to purchase them.'"" Here Boswell records
Eglinton's comment that even if he himself were the prime minister, he
could not give so much attention to Boswell because of all the other
pressing affairs of state. BosweE's retort is "then, my Lord, I am glad
you are not [prime minister}: and I am glad I am not one, for I could
not talk so much to you.'"*^ What is important about this conversation
is that, previous to it, Boswell had neglected to write in the journal for
an entire week. It is the reminder of the arbitrary nature of preferment
that prompts Boswell to record his resentment, not only because he
may have to settle for a commission in another regiment, but because
Eglinton himself approved of the way that Bute had slighted Boswell.'"
For this reason Boswell, once again, uses the journal to pull Eglinton
to his own level by asserting the possibility that were he the prime
minister, he, in turn, would not "talk so much" to Eglinton. But more
than this, the journal is again used to appease Boswell's sense of
helplessness and to record another declaration of independence. As he
explains, this lesser commission which Eglinton and Bute have
discussed "may be a step towards my favorite situation, the Guards. At
any rate, it can do no harm, as I can throw it up immediately when I
feel the least inconvenience from it.'""

Boswell,171-72.
Boswell,223-24.
•" Boswell, 7o»r«a/, 223-24.
•" Boswell, Jflwrwa/, 223-24.
•" Boswell,223-24.

188

1650-1850

A final illustxation of the way Boswell uses the journal to reconcile
himself to the disappointments he has experienced in the patronage
system comes in the last entry that he mentions Eglinton, 18 July 1763.
Boswell indicates that Eglinton was in a "serious hiomor," possibly
because of Lord's Bute's recent resignation from public life. With this,
Eglinton makes the comment that "my Lord Bute is a strong instance
that power is not a great enjoyment, for you see he gave it up very
soon."^" Boswell, however, seizes this opportunity to satirize the man
who had not rewarded him in the way that he felt himself worthy.
With this explanation, he turns the conversation into a cleverly planned
extended metaphor about Lord Bute's ineptness at dispensing power:
He was not fit for power, and so he could not keep it. His
complaining of power is just as if a very unskillful rider
should be thrown off and then cry 'This riding is damned bad
exercise.' Now it is not a bad exercise but he is a bad rider.
Now my Lord Bute, instead of getting upon one of his own
Highland shelties and then upon a Galloway and so himself
by degrees, he must mount the great state-horse all at once,
and take Sir Harry Erskine before him and John Home
behind him, while you and Lord March and the rest of you
were running like so many ostlers to hold his Lordship's
stirrup.'^
As Boswell explains, Eglinton "did not seem over fond" of this
metaphor, especially because it so clearly poked fun of the rise and fall
of a man upon whom Eglinton himself had relied for preferment.
Complete with the various allusions to those who were preferred over
him, however, Boswell uses the satire as a rhetorical means of gaining
trixamph over the system that had never worked for him. In this way,
Boswell's hondon Journal afforded him a medium for articulating his
struggles in the politics of preferment in a way that he could never
express them openly at the time. The journal remains, therefore, an
ambiguous record that both criticizes and reaffirms the eighteenthcentury system of British patronage.
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